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On July 10, President Cesar Gaviria issued a state of emergency decree to obstruct the release
from prison of 17 suspected Medellin cartel members, and others accused of serious crimes. The
suspects had been held without trial since mid-1991. Under normal circumstances, the president
lacks the authority to prevent the release of prisoners. The 17 surrendered to law enforcement
authorities in April 1991 in exchange for leniency and a promise from President Gaviria that the
government would not extradite them to the US. Their lawyer recently said he planned to request
their release on bail under a new law which took effect July 1 which requires that any individual
held in custody for over 180 days in the absence of trial proceedings must be released on bail. Under
the decree, which affects only prisoners charged with serious crimes, prisoners can be released only
if the time spent in jail equals the sentence for the crime. Most of the cartel members were under
investigation for murder and drug trafficking. Murder carries a 30-year sentence, and trafficking, 12
years. Medellin cartel chief Pablo Escobar was one of the trafficking suspects who surrendered last
year. The presidential decree must now be approved by a five- member constitutional court. The
court is to decide whether a state of emergency actually exists. On July 13, Justice Minister Andres
Gonzalez announced that the government would extend the presidential order declared under
the state of emergency for an additional 90 days. [Sources: Associated Press, Prensa Latina (Cuba)
07/10/92; Notimex, Agence France-Presse, 07/13/92]
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